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The Way it Was
By

Thorvald Hansen
When New York is mentioned, it seems that thoughts inevitably
tum to a very large city, tall buildings, and with sidewalks and
streets crowded with unfriendly people. The latter is only partially
true, but it fits the common understanding, or perhaps one should
say, misunderstanding, of the city and, more importantly, the state.
City and State
New York City has been the gateway to America for many an
immigrant. Early immigrants were processed and passed through
Castle Garden, while those who came after 1892 gained entry to
America through Ellis Island in the same New York City. The city,
with a population of over seven million in the year 2000, is a world
leader in business and finance, and cultural and multi-cultural
activities. The harbor and the port of New York is said to be one of
the finest in the world. The Kennedy Airport, which serves the city
and the nation, is one of the world's busiest. However, the city also
has its seamy side. The sheer magnitude of the population insures
this. Though the crime rate has declined in recent years, gangland
crime is still associated with New York City. Extreme diversity of
the population, slums and squalid living conditions continue to
plague the city and give it an uncharitable reputation; a reputation
that is not wholly deserved.
What must be recognized is the fact that there is much more to
New York than a big city. Upstate New York, as the region beyond
the big city is called, compares favorably with any state in the Union.
There is a great deal of industry, not only in New York City, but in
the numerous cities and innumerable small towns of the Hudson
and Mohawk River valleys. Agriculture, dairying, and cattle raising
complete the picture.
There are many scenic areas in the state, such as the Hudson
River Valley, Niagara Falls, the Finger Lakes region, the Catskill
Mountains, and the Adirondacks. The Adirondack Mountains,
located in the northern part of the state, deserve a special mention.
The Adirondack State Park was established in the nineteenth century
as a both public and private preserve. It exceeds in area several of
the National Parks combined. Within its borders there are a number
of lakes and streams and some forty-six mountain peaks. The
highest of these is Mount Marcy at 5,344 feet. To be sure, this is not
nearly as high as the peaks in the West, but most Adirondack peaks
are above the tree line and provide a recreation site second to none.
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The source of the Hudson River is in the Adirondacks. The trails in
the Adirondacks are a part of the Appalachian Trail, which stretches
from Georgia to Mount Katahdin in Maine. To backpack in the
Adirondacks and to hike the trails leading to the various peaks is an
unforgettable experience.

Atop a peak in the Adirondacks

Troy
One of the cities in upstate New York, Troy is now a city of some
50,000 people. It is located on the east bank of the Hudson River,
some 150 miles straight north of New York City. The state capital,
Albany, is located on the west bank of the Hudson, some five miles
south of Troy. The city is located at the confluence of the Hudson
and Mohawk Rivers. The Erie Canal has its eastern terminus here.
Opened in 1825, that canal and the Mohawk River, through a series
of dams and locks, connect Lake Erie and the Great Lakes with the
Hudson River and, ultimately, the Atlantic Ocean. The canal, in
effect, made New York City the gateway to America, both in terms
of commerce and in terms of immigrants. In the absence of adequate
roads, thousands of immigrants traveled by boat up the Hudson and
then westward by barges, pulled by mules on a towpath, through
the Erie Canal, and then by lake steamers to such places as Detroit,
Racine, and Chicago. The later advent of the railroad brought a halt
to this kind of immigrant transportation.
Troy has no claim to fame other than being the home of Samuel
Wilson, "Uncle Sam," a supplier of beef to the armed forces in the
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War of 1812. The beef was shipped in hogshead barrels that bore the
label U.S. with the result that they quickly became known to contain
"Uncle Sam's Beef." Uncle Sam Wilson is buried in an appropriately
marked grave in the Oakwood Cemetery in Troy. Incidentally,
Oakwood is one of the largest cemeteries in this country, stretching
for over a mile in length and averaging more than a quarter mile in
width. It is located on the hills above North Troy. The section of the
city sometimes referred to as North Troy was, until 1901, the city of
Lansingburgh, generally referred to as "the Burgh." The two cities
were so immediately adjacent that today even most natives would
not know where the dividing point was.
At the turn of the twentieth century, Troy was not without
institutions devoted to education. In addition to its public schools, it
was the home of Rensselear Polytechnic Institute, one of the leading
engineering schools in the country; Russell Sage College; and the
Emma Willard School for girls. It was a thriving industrial city.
Probably the foremost among the industries was the production of
collars and shirts. It may seem strange in this day and age to
mention collars and shirts separately, but the fact is that for two or
three generations they were. Collars, to be attached to men's shirts
with a specially made button, were invented and produced in Troy,
hence the nickname of "collar city" for Troy. In an era when
washing clothes was not as simple and thorough as it later became,
the invention of a collar that could easily be changed was a boon to
males everywhere. The majority of those employed in the shirt and
collar industry were women. Some were even employed at home. I
remember our neighbor lady as being one such. Every few days her
supply of materials would be replenished and the completed items
were hauled off. There were knitting mills, producing such things as
long underwear and sweaters. There were some iron foundries,
casting fire hydrants, manhole covers, large valves for water
systems, and rail joints for railroad tracks. A brass foundry, whose
product was church bells, existed across the river, in what was
sometimes referred to as West Troy, though there were a number of
smaller cities on the west bank of the Hudson, opposite Troy. It is
interesting to note in this connection that virtually every issue of the
Danish weekly, Dannevirke, carried an advertisement for Menealey
church bells.
Since the middle of the last century Troy has declined in
industry and accordingly in population. The shirt factories have
long since moved to the South and by now have almost certainly
joined the flight of clothing production to countries on the East or
South coasts of Asia. There is no longer a market for long
underwear and, therefore, many woolen mills have gone out of
business. For one reason or another, industries that once flourished
in Troy have either moved or are limping along at a shadow of their
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former pace. As a result, Troy has declined in population, having
lost some 15,000 in the last fifty years.
The "Burgh"
Lansingburgh, or the "Burgh," as it is often known, was on the
way to becoming a reality when a considerable piece of land was
purchased by a man of Dutch descent, Abraham Jacob Lansing. The
land was purchased with the intention that it be used for farming.
However, Lansing soon realized that the soil was not well suited for
farming and he foresaw it as having a brighter future as a trading
center. He, therefore, hired a surveyor to lay the area out in building
lots with streets and alleys and a public square.
One should here digress a bit to say a word about the Dutch
influence in the Hudson River Valley. In 1609 an explorer, Hendrik
Hudson, operating on behalf of the Dutch, sailed up the river, to
which he gave his name, as far as Troy. He was in search of the
fabled Northwest Passage to the Pacific and the Orient. Of course,
he did not find it, but he did lay claim to the land for the Dutch. The
city at the mouth of the Hudson, taken by the English in 1664 and
renamed New York, had previously been held by the Dutch and was
known as New Amsterdam. The Hudson Valley, therefore, is to this
day replete with Dutch names and influence. Indeed, the county of
which Troy is the center is named Rensselear, a Dutch name.
Incidentally, a replica of Hudson's ship, the "Half Moon," was for
many years preserved as an attraction above the west bank of the
Hudson.
Unfortunately, the ravages of time, weather, and
vandalism have long since brought an end to the replica of the "Half
Moon."
At one time it was thought that Lansingburgh could become the
county seat, but Troy had the advantage of being able to dock larger
ships. Lansingburgh, however, rapidly became the destination for
farmers from the east and north, who brought their goods to be
shipped down the river to lucrative markets. By the turn of the
nineteenth century, the population of Lansingburgh stood at 1,200.
Abraham Jacob Lansing acquired a mansion for his family on the
east bank of the river, a large home that still stands. Following
Lansing's death in 1791, his three sons continued his interest in the
growth and development of the city.
Various industries, including shipbuilding, a rifle factory, a
newer type nail shop, a gristmill, and a plant for making linseed oil
from flax seed, soon claimed Lansingburgh as their address.
Probably the dominant industry during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was the Powers Oil Cloth Factory. Founded by
William Powers in 1817, and later carried on by his widow and two
sons, it became an industry of major significance in the history of
Lansingburgh. The industry no longer exists, but the Powers name
has survived, as in Powers Elementary School, which I attended,
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Powers Park, and Powers Bank. With the passage of time, other
industries came to be associated with the Burg, the most numerous
of which were a number of small factories, producing brushes of all
kinds, from clothing and hair brushes to tooth brushes. These small
factories have long since been swallowed up in mergers or otherwise
ceased to exist. As might be expected, prior to the advent of the
supermarket, the retail trade was dominated by scores of small
grocery stores or meat markets, and some times a combination of
both.
Given these developments, it is not surprising that
Lansingburgh became a desirable place to settle and find
employment. Until 1886, streets and avenues of the city were named
for notable persons or places, but this system eventually gave way to
the more practical method of numbering them. Thus it became
much easier to locate Seventh A venue and 110th Street, than the
previous East and Catherine Streets. The prefix of 100 was added to
the street numbers shortly after the merger with Troy to distinguish
them from any similar streets in Troy.
The Coming of the Danes
I have long since tried to learn when and why the first Danes
settled in Lansingburgh, but to date, my efforts have encountered a
blank wall. Either no one presently living knows, nothing has been
written, or I have looked in the wrong places. I can, therefore, only
speculate as to the origin of the Danish community in Lansingburgh.
One possibility is that a Dane, or a Danish family, traveling
westward by river steamer and the Erie Canal, would have to
change from the former to the latter at Lansingburgh. While there,
he may have discovered an industry in which he had been employed
in Denmark, for example, ship building.
He found such
employment in Lansingburgh and, impressed by the community,
not only settled there, but urged other Danes to do so. A more likely
scenario is that the Danes who first settled in Lansingburgh were
influenced by the Dutch connection to Denmark. It is well known
that the Dutch were active in New Amsterdam and that there were
Danes among them. What is not so well known is that, during the
seventeenth century, there was a good deal of cooperation between
Holland and Denmark, and the Danes borrowed freely from the
culture of Holland. A prominent example of that is architectural
design featuring the stepped gable. The stepped gable is quite
common on Danish buildings and may be seen in America on "Old
Main" at Grand View College, in Des Moines. So common is it
among the Danes that it is often assumed to be a Danish
architectural style. Actually, it was developed in Holland and later
used by the Danes. Since there were Danes among the Dutch in
New Amsterdam, and later New York City, it is quite conceivable
that some of them, for whatever reason, journeyed north on the
Hudson River and settled at Lansingburgh. Here, they found work,
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built homes, established retail businesses, founded social
organizations of one kind or other, set up mutual aid societies, and
brought into being a Danish Lutheran Church.
The Danish Church
While nothing definite can be said as to when the Danish
immigrants began to settle in Lansingburgh, we do know that by the
1870's enough had come so that they began to think in terms of a
Danish church. There was already a congregation with a resident
pastor at Perth Amboy, New Jersey, across from New York City.
The pastor, A. L. J. S0holm, had only recently come there from the
Midwest, where he had been a pastor of a Church Mission Society
founded in 1872. Two years later, the name was changed to the
Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the purpose of
which was to work among the Danish immigrants. There was then a
national body committed to providing spiritual leadership to the
Danish immigrants. A letter was sent to Pastor S0holm, inviting him
to come to Lansingburgh to conduct services. He agreed to this and,
some two or three days after Christmas, he arrived in the middle of
the night in a blinding snowstorm. The next afternoon, a Sunday, a
worship service, with communion, was held with twenty adults
present. In the discussion that followed, S0holm agreed to come
once each month. When next he came on February 7, 1874, a
congregation was organized and given the name Immanuel Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church. At first, the services were held in
homes of the members, but soon, a meeting place was found in a
large room above a fire station. Meanwhile, S0holm had been
replaced as pastor at Perth Amboy by Pastor Rasmus Andersen who,
like S0holm was quite willing to serve the congregation at
Lansingburgh. Incidentally, I discovered in Dannevirke that it was
Andersen who officiated at the wedding of my paternal
grandparents in March of 1883. Andersen resigned in June of that
year, and the Immanuel congregation acquired its first resident
pastor. The Rev. J.P. Lilles0 came to Lansingburgh from Manistee,
Michigan. The annual salary was to be $500. Late in that same year,
the congregation was able to purchase what had been a Presbyterian
chapel, about a mile from the firehouse and still within
Lansingburgh. In 1887 a parsonage was built adjoining the church.
Other pastors who served Immanuel during the waning years of the
nineteenth century were Lars Hansen, Peter Eriksen, and Peter
G0tke.
During those years, some dissatisfaction arose and a number of
families withdrew from Immanuel. They organized Our Savior's
Lutheran and built a church of their own. They were able to secure a
pastor from the Norwegian Lutheran Synod.
In 1898, Pastor Ole Jacobsen, who had emigrated from Denmark
and served at Perth Amboy for ten years, became the pastor of the
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Immanuel congregation. He was to serve there for thirty-two years
until his retirement in 1930. More than any other, he left an indelible
mark upon the congregation. The most significant accomplishment
during his pastorate was the building of a new brick church and
parsonage on Seventh A venue in Lansingburgh. It is said that a
major part of that project was carried out by volunteer work of the
members. The new property was dedicated in March of 1915.

The new church and parsonage of the Danish Church in Troy (Lansingburgh)

A Ladies Aid Society had functioned in support of the Church
for years. A Danish Sunday School had also long been part of the
Immanuel picture. Under Jacobsen's leadership, a youth group was
organized. Late in Jacobsen's term, the knotty problem of language
transition began to be relevant. The transition to the English
language was finally resolved during the pastorate of Jacobsen's
successor Rev. Holger P. Jorgensen. He served for eight years and
was followed by pastors L. C. Bundgaard, James N. Lund, and Einar
Andersen.
In 1960, after a two-year pastoral vacancy and with a declining
membership, the congregation sought and was granted release from
all ties to the former Danish Church. The congregation, in effect,
dissolved, and a large portion of the remaining members joined the
nearby English Lutheran Church of the Redeemer. After an eightysix year history of serving the Danish immigrants and their
successors, the Immanuel Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in
Lansingburgh ceased to exist. There is a tendency in the church to
think only in terms of the future and to forget that the church must
also serve well in the present. This the Danish church did, and for
this, there are many who remain grateful for their association with it.
Growing Up in the Burgh
To this point we have been concerned with the state of New
York and some of its cities, as well as the organizations that
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constitute the backdrop, or larger environment, into which I was
born. We now come to a more personal part of the story of the way
it was.
I was not born in the Burgh, but rather in a section of Troy that is
quite far removed from the Burgh.
It was completely by
happenstance that I came to live there. In October of 1918, when I
was twenty-one months old, the influenza epidemic, which had
already taken thousands of lives in Europe, struck Troy on its way
westward. Within the same week, both an uncle (my father's
brother) and my mother died. Consequently, my father and I moved
into his ancestral home in the Burgh, where my paternal
grandparents lived. I thus came to live in that same house for the
next twenty-three years. So, though I was not born there, I did grow
to adulthood in the Burgh. I have often marveled at the fact that my
grandmother, at the age of sixty-six, took on the raising of a toddler
and continued with it until her death at the age of eighty-two.
I can't recall any significant event from my earliest years except
that I had a bout with pneumonia and was smeared with goose
grease. I recall that each time he came, the doctor gave me a penny.
I recall also walking with my grandmother to the nearby hospital to
have my tonsils and adenoids removed. I have limited, but pleasant,
memories of my grandfather, who died when I was six. I remember
one day following him when he was headed downtown. He did not
know I was following because I was quite far behind. That escapade
came close to ending in disaster when, in crossing a busy street, I
was nearly run down.
I had perhaps learned a word or two of English before my
mother died, but when I came under the care of my grandmother,
Danish predominated. My father remarried in 1924, but since my
newly acquired stepmother was not Danish, we spoke English when
she was present. My grandmother could speak English, but not very
well. Both my father and my stepmother worked, and therefore,
during the day and later in Sunday School and confirmation class,
Danish was the dominant language. At school, on the street and in
the evenings, it was English.
There were several families with children on our block and,
when I was old enough to be out of the back yard, I soon found a
number of playmates. Some of them were of Danish descent, but
they did not attend the Danish church or speak the language. The
street in front of our house was paved in 1924 and, since there was
not much traffic, we played on the sidewalks and street there. As we
grew older, our play took us a bit farther away. Up until 1920, there
had been a big amusement park with a track for horse racing within
two or three hundred feet of our home. Several fires in the horse
barns of the park and declining interest in the park activities led to
its closing and the removal of all the equipment. Part of the park
area had been laid out in building lots, and the rest got to be an
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empty field. This we took full advantage of and played ball, cops
and robbers, cowboys and Indians, and games of all kinds. Here,
too, we built clubhouses of such materials as we could find. Slightly
to the east of our homes was a creek that descended from the
cemetery above. Here we sailed boats, explored and climbed the
hills, east of the tracks of the Boston and Maine Railroad. As we
could venture farther from home, we would climb the hills and try
fishing in the cemetery lakes, though I can't recall anyone ever
catching a fish.

Boston bound! Railroad tracks and hills on east edge of the "Burgh"

When we got to the stage in which we rode bicycles, there was
almost no limit as to where we might go, though riding a one speed
bike, which was the only kind there was in those days, was not
much fun going uphill. I once had a summer vacation job that
required me to ride and negotiate hills in many parts of the town.
The meager pay was hard earned. Later I had a job for after school
and Saturdays, working for a Danish butcher in his meat and
grocery store. Though the pay was a mere $2.00 per week, I
thoroughly enjoyed that work, plus the fact that the proprietor,
Anders Madsen, was a good and kind employer.
I was seventeen years old and a senior in high school when my
grandmother died. I knew very well, of course, that she was my
grandmother, but her death was to me the equivalent of losing a
mother. She had been stern at times, and she did not believe in
sparing the rod when I deserved it. From her, I learned something
about self-discipline and responsibility. From her, I learned to think
of the consequences of a contemplated action. From my Dad, I
learned to use a hammer, a saw, and wrenches and to take great
17

interest in machinery of all kinds. From my stepmother, who had
not had the opportunity to attend high school, I learned to have an
appreciation of education.
The End of an Era
In late June of 1935, I graduated from Lansingburgh High
School. We were in the middle of the great Depression and the
question was - "Now what?" Like countless others, I looked here
and there for work, but all to no avail. In September, out of the blue,
I got a job. My stepmother worked in a woolen mill, and there, she
suddenly heard of a vacancy. She applied on my behalf, and the
next day, I was at work.
It was a menial job in which my duties were to keep the women
winders supplied with yarn and bobbins, move and open cases of
yarn, pick up and bag the waste, and sweep the floor at quitting
time. The pay was not great, but it did enable me to add to the
family pot, which during the Depression was generally "running on
empty." My father was a trucker, and during those years, there was
often no work to be had. The work in the mill, for my stepmother
and I, did not pay very well, and there were often long periods when
the mill would be closed for a time.
While I was employed in the mill, I regularly worked among the
knitters and thus learned to operate knitting machines. The result
was that when extra help was needed, I was employed as a knitter.
This kind of work, which involved operating machines, was more to
my liking, and the pay was better. When I was not employed at
knitting, I was back at my regular job as bobbin boy, which was
most of the time.
My six years in a woolen mill taught me many things. I learned
something about people. I learned to sympathize with the bluecollar worker who constantly lived on the borderline of poverty. I
learned something of the boredom and deadening effect of the same
repetitious activity from hour to hour and from day to day.
By the end of the 'thirties, the country was gearing up for war
and the Depression was winding down. My father sold his truck
and found work in the government arsenal in West Troy
(Watervliet), and financially, things began to look a bit brighter.
Early in 1941, I was examined for the draft, but was rejected for
physical reasons. It, therefore, seemed to be the right time for me to
quit my job and head off to college. Only shortly before, I had
learned of Grand View College in Des Moines, and accordingly, on
the evening of September 11, 1941, I headed for the railroad station
and for what was to become a new and vastly different phase of my
life. I left behind forever life the way it was.
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